ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
There has always been dissatisfaction with engineering students" communication skills in academic (see (Brandt, 2009) for an interesting survey of opinions) and the workplace (Ashman et al., 2008; Nair et al., 2009; EL-Sakran and Awad, 2012) . Hence, the past twenty five years have witnessed a strong move within educational institutions from a lecture-based instruction paradigm towards an active learning paradigm where learning responsibility is handed over to learners and the instructor acts as a guide and a facilitator. This shift in focus on developing out of their relevant contextual settings does not guarantee full student involvement in the learning process and may be futile (Mercer, 2006; Yu, 2008; Chun, 2010) . Contextualizing the teaching of these skills opens students" eyes to their proper and appropriate uses in authentic communication situations (Amare and Brammer, 2005; Predmore, 2005) .
It is the purpose of this research to report on the procedures the writers have employed in teaching several academic and workplace communication skills through engineering multidisciplinary projects (EMDPs). In these projects students are divided into teams, with each team comprising a minimum of three and a maximum of four students from different engineering majors. The students choose and appoint a team leader, choose a research topic/problem in the surrounding environment that requires input from all team members and collaboration from all students, each in his/her respective discipline, in finding a solution to the situation/problem.
Team members choose the topics, obtain approval of the topics from cooperating engineering faculty and the course instructor, and then prepare detailed research proposals. They receive specialist feedback on their proposals, and based on how detailed their proposals are, are given the go ahead to proceed with their research. The execution of the research project requires the use of several technical communication skills such as, internet searches; sending email messages; writing formal letters; meeting with officials, engineering academics and experts, as well as giving powerpoint supported oral presentations, EMDP poster presentations and submitting end of research written reports. Bodmer et al. (2002) (Bodmer et al., 2002; Martin et al., 2005; Ashman et al., 2008; Nair et al., 2009; Male et al., 2010) . Another study (Kassim and Ali, 2010 ) calls for more focus on oral communication skills for engineers. Now and in the very near future engineering students have to communicate with professors, defend senior design projects and talk to prospective customers. Such different interactive roles necessitate that they develop and entertain flexible oral academic and persuasion skills that are context-sensitive, become audience sensitive and respond accordingly. Lack of such skills is also reported in academia. Brandt (2009) , in an interesting and revealing study titled "PowerPoint or Posters for EAP Students" Presentation Skills Development?, points out that major/disciplines" instructors need their students to exhibit good academic speaking skills. She adds that university instructors value students" ability to discuss and persuade rather than present only. This finding is also reiterated in several others studies Kehe and Kehe (1996) ; (Ferris and Tagg, 1996b) and (Ferris and Tagg, 1996a) Winsor et al. (1997) ). These studies have in common a focus on competencies that are deemed essential but often deficient in engineering workplace situations, either by engineers identifying their self-perceived shortcomings or by more experienced engineers observing the limitations of junior colleagues.
PREVIOUS STUDIES ON ENGINEERS' COMMUNICATION SKILLS

THE PRESENT STUDY
The activities described in this paper are carried out in an English for Engineering Course taught to the College of Engineering students at the American University of Sharjah in the United Arab Emirates. In this course, engineering students are supposed to study and learn several technical communication skills required for their academic study and the workplace. Like any other language course, students are taught how to write and produce several technical written communication genres addressed to assumed and imagined readers, which makes the course lack authenticity and deprive the students from the real pleasures of writing to a real audience. The English Department at the American University of Sharjah in the United Arab Emirates, acting upon a recommendation made by the Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology (ABET), designated the English for Engineering a prerequisite study for engineering students to be undertaken before going for internship and before studying the Senior Design Project in their final year. This has been so in response to employers" and students" complaints that engineering trainees desperately lack the basic skills needed for communication with coworkers, supervisors and employers. In consequence, a recommendation has been made that engineering students will typically study this course during their third academic year before embarking on their senior design projects and internship. ABET has also made a general and broad recommendation that all engineering students from different majors should get involved in multidisciplinary engineering projects that would require individual inputs from all the students in the team. Since this has proved difficult to implement in specialized engineering courses, where students from different majors study separately from others, the most suitable context for this has been the English for engineering class which comprises students from all engineering disciplines and from different cultural and ethnic backgrounds. As noted by Parvis (2001) , to speak effectively in front of a group is "…a skill that has to be taught to students and needs to be honed throughout college life and into the job market". Based on the evidence provided in this study, students should have the opportunity and instruction that will enable them to attain these skills and capabilities. Herrington and Oliver (2000) identified nine critical characteristics of activity based learning. These are:
1. Provide authentic contexts that reflect the way the knowledge will be used in real life; 2. Provide authentic activities; 3. Provide access to expert performances and the modelling of processes; 4. Provide multiple roles and perspectives; 5. Support collaborative construction of knowledge; 6. Promote reflection to enable abstractions to be formed; 7. Promote articulation to enable tacit knowledge to be made explicit; 8. Provide coaching and scaffolding by the teacher at critical times; and 9. Provide for authentic assessment of learning within the tasks.
Along the same lines, Merrill (2002) suggests that learning is most effective when: 2. Existing knowledge is activated as a foundation for new knowledge;
3. New knowledge is demonstrated to the learner; 4. New knowledge is applied by the learner; and 5. New knowledge is integrated into the learner"s world.
This paper examines the effect of activity-based learning on the students" learning experiences and learning outcomes. Therefore, poster presentations have been made an essential component of the English for engineering course. The revised course syllabus requires students to make a succinct collaborative oral presentation using powerpoint slides, to give a poster presentation and to produce a written report on their engineering multidisciplinary projects. In an attempt to help students develop competent communication presentation skills, the authors adopted the following procedures.
PROCEDURES
1. Teams of a minimum of three engineering students and a maximum of four (see Appendix B) from different engineering disciplines choose a research topic and prepare a proposal on it.
2. The proposals are submitted to the English language instructor and an engineering faculty for comments and feedback. 10. As the main objective of the poster presentation is to test team members" interactive communication skills, their ability and competence to explain technical engineering information to non-technical audience and transfer of learning, two faculty from colleges other than engineering and one senior high achieving student ( based on the AGPA; 3.5 and above out of 4, and the recommendation of a professor who knows him/her) are selected to assess team members on the poster layout, use of visuals, contents (i.e., results, discussion, methodology used, analysis, conclusion, etc.). Those faculty and students are supplied with a list of criteria for assessing the posters and the presenters (see appendix D for a detailed description) in terms of format, language, content and overall impression. The assessment also covered time management, question referral, ability to simplify technical information for a non-technical audience, coordination between presenters, transition from one presenter to another, use of interactive expressions and language referring to visual elements, justifications for topic choice, persuasion, accepting and acknowledging research limitations, project practicality and marketability, etc. All together, there were four teams of assessors comprising 8 faculty and four senior students (total of 12 assessors).
11. The referees/judges, to minimize and erode individualistic and idiosyncratic ratings and to ensure reliability of scores, were briefed on the evaluation procedures in a training session where they were shown how to use the rating scale and how to assign scores.
Such a practice would ensure intra and inter-rater reliability.
12. Referees asked different questions and each referee made an individual assessment based on the criteria given.
13. All referees" assessments are tallied to measure inter-rater reliability and then marks are added up and divided by three to assign presenters a mark out of 12.
14. All together, there were 17 presenting teams totaling 54 students in one semester.
15. At the end, all assessors were asked to nominate a poster as the wining poster from all posters.
REFLECTIONS AND FEEDBACK FROM THE INSTRUCTORS AND THE STUDENTS
 Students study items of the course contents and then use the information they have gained in real life-task-based activities.
 Develop in students "transferrable skills and knowledge" (Chun, 2010) that they can use during their study, internship and after graduation.
 Teaching, learning, and assessment all take place as the students perform the task.
 Provide an "interdisciplinary, student-centered approach to teaching focused around student-generated projects (Stipe and Yasen, 2009 ).
 Students function in both initiating and responding roles and thus perform a wide range of language functions (e.g. asking and giving information, agreeing and disagreeing).
 Provide opportunities to negotiate meaning when communication problems arise.
 Student presenters liked the experience and requested its continued use with future cohorts. Poster presentations cater for different learning styles and allow for personality preferences, students" creativity in poster design and show each team member"s contribution to the research projects. Posters give a full picture of the research, and; therefore, the audience could ask questions on any issue without having to follow any specific order as it is the case with PowerPoint presentations (Brandt, 2009) . In other words, the order of questions is decided by the audience.
 Poster presentations prepare students for relevant community membership by getting them engaged in interactive tasks that they may do in the future when they participate in conferences. Another advantage is the fact that students may be subjected to criticism through the assessors" expression of opposing opinions to those adopted by the poster presenters; a key issue in academia.
If some of the best rated poster presentations are videotaped and shown to subsequent classes as models, students could be required to critique them using the grading rubric given to them.
Such students" critiques could foster a good discussion and open students" eyes to issues that their posters should contain. 2. You need to select a leader/contact person who will be the primary link between the course instructor and the group.
3. The leader will also be responsible for ensuring that the group achieves its targets on time and completes tasks assigned.
4. It is possible to rotate group leadership so that each member has an opportunity to experience the challenge of leadership and has the chance to develop the appropriate skills that the role demands.
5. Communication will be the key to good team work (an important attribute for multidisciplinary groups) so make sure you establish an efficient communication system immediately (You may create a group email for this purpose).
APPENDIX C
ENG 207 EMDP Poster Presentation, Spring, 2012
Poster Presentation Assessment: 12% Presentation # ____
